



As the profession of interpreting is gaining momentum in China, it holds 
practical implication to make serious research in this regard. The current paper 
is one of such attempts that integrate theoretical studies with practical 
suggestions. The author, in this paper, analyzes the role of skills in professional 
interpreting. In her analysis the author tries to make clear three points: 1) 
Professional interpreting takes place in the context of intercultural 
communication and constitutes an act of communication in itself; 2) As an 
essential component in the interpreting process, the interpreting skills are 
abilities no professional interpreter can afford to do without; 3) Professional 
interpreting training shall therefore be skill-oriented.  
 
This paper is divided into four chapters, excluding an introduction and a 
conclusion. 
 
The introduction explains the background of this paper. With a brief review of 
the development of interpreting profession, that in China in particular, it points 
out that despite the favorable market conditions misunderstanding about 
interpreting is still widespread. This can largely be attributed to the ignorance of 
two factors: 1) the nature of professional interpreting; 2) the role of skills in 
interpreting and training. To clarify the misconception, a theoretical framework 
addressing these two factors is needed. 
 
Chapter One explores the communicative nature of interpreting. It is divided 
into two parts. The first part focuses on the communication between the 
speaker and the source and target language listeners, the latter in particular. 
Being involved in intercultural communication, they encounter barriers and call 
in interpreter to bridge the gap. In other words, the context in which interpreting 
is required is of communicative nature and subjected to communication rules. 
The second part turns to the communication between the interpreter and other 
parties, including the speaker, listeners and client. It is therefore evident that 
interpreting constitutes an act of communication in itself. From the discussion 
in the two parts conclusion is reached that professional interpreting is a 















Chapter Two defines interpreting skills as the acquired abilities that enable the 
interpreter to interpret competently. Besides, attempt is made in this chapter to 
categorize interpreting skills into language, communication and technical skills. 
As the ability to use language correctly at the first level and that to apply 
existing linguistic knowledge to overcome difficulties at the second level, 
language skills make it possible to interpret. Communication skills, including 
effective listening, public speaking and intercultural competence, represent the 
communicative nature of interpreting. Technical skills such as memory 
operation, note-taking and anticipation are specific skills to interpreting and 
distinguish well-trained interpreters from general bilinguals. The application of 
skills ensures an effective interpreting service. 
 
Chapter Three examines how interpreting skills serve the communication 
function. To begin with, it integrates skills into the whole interpreting process. 
Skills are established as a crucial factor that can be applied to all other 
components of interpreting. Since the application of skills contributes so 
significantly to interpreting, which is of communicative nature, it follows that 
skills shall be conducive to intercultural communication effectiveness. When 
the interpreter’s language, communication and technical skills all come into 
play, he demonstrates in intercultural communication his competence, which 
leads to the effectiveness.  
 
Chapter Four is devoted to the pedagogical implications of skills in professional 
interpreting. The skill-oriented approach has to be respected with regard to 
admission test, curriculum and examination. The design of an admission test 
shall be geared to the need of finding out the candidates’ potential of skill 
development. A set of interdependent sub-skills has to be identified, followed 
from the easier to the more difficult, observed closely during training and 
checked in examination.   
 
Finally, it is concluded that skills play an important role in professional 
interpreting by contributing to its communication purpose and, therefore, shall 
remain the focus of interpreting training.  
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What is professional interpreting? What makes a qualified interpreter? How to 
train students to become professionals? Those are three basic questions any 
interpreting practitioner, instructor and researcher has to think over. 
 
As stated in the Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics (Asher, 1994:1731), 
interpreting has been practiced ever since there were contacts between 
humans speaking different languages. Yet as a profession it has developed 
only since World War and more particularly since World War . Since then 
the world has witnessed ever increasing international contacts in such fields as 
politics, economics, science and technology, law and education. Hence the 
demand for interpreting service has been on the rise. The U.N., the E.U., and 
other international organizations have become the constant major employers of 
professional interpreters. Other fields like court and community service call for 
professional interpreting as well. As a result of the ever-widening recognition of 
interpreting as a profession and of the fact that special training paves the way 
for professional performance, various training programs in the context of 
universities and international organizations have mushroomed, among which 
AIIC (the International Association of Conference Interpreters)’s Training 
Committee has been the most representative and authoritative one. 
 
The development of interpreting as a profession, interpreter training and the 
relevant research is of even more recent origin in the Chinese mainland. The 
trail-blazer was the joint program between the United Nations (UN) and the 
Chinese government to train professionals for the U.N. in 1979. It turned out 98 
interpreters (out of 217 graduates), many of whom are now working for the U.N. 
and other international organizations, some for the Chinese government, and a 
few as full-time freelances (Jiang, 2001). Now functioning as Graduate School 
of Translation and Interpretation of Beijing Foreign Studies University, the 
program continues to offer a two-year professional training course of 
conference interpreters at M.A. level. Apart from it Xiamen University, 
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Beijing Language and Culture 
University, Beijing Second Foreign Language Institute, and Shanghai 
International Studies University (Jiang, 2001) are among the first to establish 














However, much of the interpreting market and training programs in the Chinese 
mainland is still in its infancy. It is not uncommonly held that interpreting is 
nothing more than oral transferring of words from one language to another, that 
anyone who has some knowledge of two languages is capable of interpreting 
and that training only constitutes language enhancement drills. The confusion 
of perceptions in the market is attributed to the ignorance of two factors: 1) the 
nature of interpreting; 2) the role of skills in interpreting and training. 
 
As Daniel Gile points out, professional Translation (including interpreting) is “a 
service activity with communication function” (1995:20). Besides he proposed 
in interpreting training a process-oriented approach, which is best illustrated in 
the training model developed by Xiada project team (1999). The model 
establishes that interpreting skills play an essential role in the dynamic 
interpreting process in relation to other components such as analysis, 
comprehension and reformulation. The obvious advantages of the approach of 
teaching skills over that of focusing on the interpreting product are expected as 
follows: 1) It enables a better understanding of the interpreting process and the 
difficulties involved; 2) It helps students to acquire skills that can be applied to 
the process and overcome difficulties strategically rather than isolatedly; 3) It 
makes it possible for students to advance faster and further in that they can 
transfer the skills when they are confronted with new situations, not covered in 
the training program; in other words, acquisition and displaying of skills ensure 
that the practitioners maintain a professional level of service in their interpreting 
career. 
 
To recognize the essential role skills play in professional interpreting and 
training holds far-reaching implications for interpreting as a profession in 
China’s market. With its persistence in the policy of reform and opening-up and 
prompted by its accession into the WTO and Beijing’s winning of the 2008 
Olympic Games bid, the interpreting profession is gaining momentum in China. 
On one hand, demands for high-quality interpreting service have been growing. 
On the other hand, however, the available supply of professional interpreters 
has not kept pace with the change, a result of lack of understanding of the 
profession. By addressing the skill issues, this thesis intends to remove some 














Chapter One  
Professional interpreting 
 
It has been widely recognized that interpreting is far more than a mere linguistic 
operation, and that the essence of the interpreter’s job is to communicate. As 
illustrated in Gile’s Communication model of interpretation (1995), professional 
interpreting service mainly consists of five acts of communication, that between 
the speaker and the source-language listener, that between the speaker and 
the target-language listener, that between the interpreter and the speaker, that 
between the interpreter and the target-language listener and that between the 
interpreter and the client. Therefore, “professional interpreting is a professional 
act of communication and is subjected to professional rules as well as rules 
relating to communication” (Gile, 1995:22). For a visual representation, see 
Figure 1.1: 
 
         Speaker                    Source-language listener 
 
Interpreter                Target-language listener 
          
Client 
                  Figure 1.1 A communication model of interpretation 
 
In this chapter the author elaborates on the communicative nature of 
interpreting and has its first part devoted to the context in which interpreting 
takes place, in other words, the communication between the speaker and the 
source and target-language listeners. Since interpreting is needed in this type 
of situation, the focus will be on the second act of communication, that of 
intercultural feature. The second part proceeds with the three 
interpreter-related interactions, which will be presented according to the 
sequence of the service provided. 
 
1.1 Interpreting context: Intercultural communication  
 
















There have been numerous attempts to define intercultural communication 
since people began to engage in it. The following definition is chosen not 
because it may be considered somehow “more correct” than any other options. 
Rather, it is more conducive to explaining what the author is trying to 
establish––– the kind of communication when interpreting is a necessity 
instead of intercultural communication in general. 
  
According to Myron and Jolene (1999:52), intercultural communication is 





The definition asserts that the communication is symbolic, that it is a process, 
and that it involves shared meanings. 
 
A symbol refers to a word, an action or an object that represents the basic unit 
of messages to be shared by the communicators. For instance, a smile is 
almost a universally recognized symbol to convey positive messages such as 
approval, happiness or confidence, whereas the widely accepted idea of 
nodding as an indication of yes may seem absurd to the Bulgarians. To them a 
nod signifies just the opposite. It can be therefore concluded that in 
communication people do not necessarily interpret the symbols and the 
messages carried in exactly the same way. In the case of intercultural 
communication, the likelihood is even higher that people interpret them 
differently. Seeing difference is of great significance to intercultural 
communication as it provides the opportunity to explore ways to overcome 
misunderstanding and poor communication. Professional interpreting is called 
in as one of such ways, which shall be explained in details later. 
  
A process “is continuing development involving many changes” (Webster’s 
New World College Dictionary, 1996:1072). Therefore, viewing communication 
as a process is suggesting its developing, changing and dynamic 
characteristics. 
 














sender comes to communicate with the aim of “informing, explaining and/or 
persuading. From his viewpoint the communication is successful only if the 
receivers are informed, understand the point, and/or have been persuaded” 
(Gile, 1995:26-27). To achieve the aim, he consciously sends out messages 
made up of certain sets of symbols. The receivers attend to the messages. 
While messages remain an important component of communication, they only 
serve as a means to an end. The end is the process of sharing meanings 
among or between people. By sharing meanings what is really meant is that 
participants in the communication context become mutually aware of the 
meanings about a matter or issue.  
 
1.1.1.3 Intercultural or cross-cultural  
 
There has been some confusion in using the two terms in communication 
studies. Therefore, a clarification will contribute to a further understanding of 
them.  
 
Cross-cultural communication typically involves comparison and is concerned 
with “the study of a particular idea or concept within many cultures” (Myron & 
Jolene, 1999:61). For example, cross-cultural studies may be interested in 
finding the differences in women’s status between Chinese and Japanese 
societies, or those in gift-giving practices between the East and the West. 
Cross-cultural communication looks at how interactions among people of the 
same culture are different from those of another culture. A case in point is 
buying a dinner. In China it is not uncommon to see friends struggle to pay the 
bill after a meal, while in the West who treats is often agreed before the dinner 
and will be acted upon accordingly. By comparing cross-culturally it is useful to 
understand the cultural differences.     
 
In contrast to the comparison at a macro-level, intercultural communication 
occurs when people from different cultures interact, exchange messages and 
develop interpersonal relationships. Expatriates of multi-national corporations 
may find intercultural communication a daily encounter by living overseas and 
working with the local people of the host country. 
 














As evident in its definition, intercultural communication is a process of 
exchanging messages by participants from different cultures. In this part the 
process will be broken down into ten interrelated components so that a better 
insight may be obtained. 
 






                                                
 
                                    




Figure 1.2 Ten components of communication 
 
Source or Encoder, is the person who desires to communicate, either by 
informing the Receiver of facts, by convincing him of some viewpoints or by 
explaining certain ideas.   
 
Receiver is the person who attends to messages. Needless to say, the source 
and the receiver(s) in intercultural communication are from different 
sociocultural systems. It is also true in all communication that the relationship 
between the source and the receiver(s) affects how the messages are 
interpreted. For example, if one of your best friends, whose office is next to you, 
asks you to come to her office, you will expect she has something personal and 
informal to share with you. However, if your boss says, “Would you please 
come to my office?”, you will anticipate something more formal and serious 
such as a check on recent personal performance or a discussion of a new 
business strategy.  
 
Encoding and Decoding are two opposite processes. The ideas in the mind of 
Channel Receiver Decoding 
Receiver 
Response  
































the source cannot be directly accessed by the receiver. Consequently, the 
source has to encode the messages by putting his ideas into words or 
nonverbal symbols. The receiver, on the other hand, actively decodes the 
messages by assigning his understanding to the symbols received. This 
understanding, however, may not be in accordance with the intended 
messages of the source. It is pointed out that in oral communication the 
receiver decodes the messages “which he presumes to be more or less parallel 
to what the speaker is saying” (Nida, 1964; cited Padilla & Martin, 1992:197), a 
supposition which may or may not be true. It is this usual disparity between the 
encoded and decoded messages that causes miscommunication. 
 
As can be inferred from the above, message plays a fundamental role in 
communication process. The message is commonly divided into verbal and 
nonverbal systems. “Verbal” means word. A verbal code is “a set of rules about 
the use of words in the creation of messages” (Myron & Jolene, 1999:172). 
This explanation suggests an essential ingredient of verbal codes— the rule 
system that governs the composition of words. If one recalls his experience in 
language learning, its rules, either in pronunciation and spelling or in grammar, 
will readily occur to him. In conclusion, verbal system is rule governed; 
furthermore, different verbal systems are governed by different sets of rules. 
The differences impose barriers in communication among systems, which shall 
be elaborated on later. While human beings claim superiority in their capacity 
to manipulate verbal codes to perform various functions, nonverbal symbols 
are believed to take up a larger portion of the messages transmitted among 
members of the same culture (Myron & Jolene, 1999:205), and their 
importance in intercultural communication is only too obvious. Nonverbal 
symbols refer to a source’s actions and attributes that have due impacts on 
communication process by creating messages and being received. Perhaps a 
better way to define the term is by category. The varieties of nonverbal symbols 
include signs and symbols, proxemics, kinesics, chronemics, paralanguage, 
silence, haptics, clothing and physical appearance, olfactics, and oculesics 
(Jandt, 1995), each of which deals with one distinct aspect. For instance, the 
behaviors like gestures, body movements, facial expressions, and eye contact 
are given the term of kinesics. And what is referred to as paralanguage 
includes vocal qualifiers, such as intensity, pitch and extent; vocal 














(Jandt, 1995:82). Due to space limits, the author only takes one example here 
to illustrate the significance of nonverbal symbols. The same verbal symbol 
“What has happened?” accompanied by different facial expressions and voiced 
in different intensities and pitches produces strikingly varied messages. One 
can tell disapproval on the part of the source from his frowning and firm voice in 
low pitch; while a widening of his eyes, high-pitched exclamation and perhaps 
a smile may exhibit a pleasant surprise; still, the question ended in a rising tone 
accompanied by a hopeful look in the source’s face may be viewed as an 
invitation for guesses from the receivers. Compared to verbal codes, nonverbal 
symbols function as a “silent language”, which releases messages in subtle 
and covert ways. However, it is obviously wrong to assume they are two 
separated and independent systems. There are several ways as suggested by 
Poyatos (1997:258-259) and Myron and Jolene (1999:207) in which nonverbal 
symbols can supplement words.  
a. Emphasizing a particular word or phrase by accenting it. Think about the 
emphasis on some key words to deliver Mr. Zhou En-Lai’s famous line 
“ Your handshake came over the vastest ocean in the world––– 25 years of 
no communication.” or consider Charles Earl Spencer’s line in his sister ––– 
Diana’s funeral “…a girl given the name of the ancient goddess of hunting 
was, in the end, the most hunted person of the modern age.” Without 
accenting, these lines will lose some of their intended impact.    
b. Contradicting the verbal message. The guest might say “I’m quite O.K. to go 
with you.” at the host’s invitation to dinner upon his arrival at the airport. But 
his face and tone of voice carried apparent weariness. And he was 
absent-minded from time to time during the dinner. It was quite clear that he 
hadn’t yet recovered from jet lag or busy schedules and that he accepted 
the offer only out of courtesy. 
c. Complementing the verbal messages. Nonverbal symbols can complement 
verbal messages by repeating, supporting, explaining or clarifying what has 
been said. If a native English speaker says, “I don’t care.” While shrugging 
his shoulders and laying his hands open with palms up, these body 
languages reinforce his casual attitude. 
d. Regulating the verbal communication. Nonverbal symbols such as head 














major tools of controlling the back-and-forth flow in the highly structured 
conversations. If the speaker would like to hear the opinions from the 
audience he will look around and keep constant eye contact with someone, 
who remains highly interested and attentive throughout his presentation. As 
he finishes, he might direct his hand to the person as a cue for him to take 
the turn to speak. On the other hand, the receiver displays his readiness to 
join in the conversation if he looks at the speaker constantly and leans 
forward unconsciously at the speaker’s question.  
e. Substituting verbal messages. It may happen that the speaker is at a loss for 
a certain word or chooses not to use some word. In such settings nonverbal 
codes will be more expressive in that they avoid embarrassment or 
inconvenience in a natural way. 
Though summarized as such, the roles of nonverbal codes in communication 
vary from culture to culture. And it should be noted that nonverbal codes are 
more frequently employed in high-context than low-context cultures in which 
“verbal messages are elaborate and highly specific and tend to also be highly 
detailed and redundant ” (Jandt, 1995:203). 
Receiver response refers to anything the receiver does after decoding the 
messages. Feedback is so called because it is the part of the response that 
reaches the source thus ensures a two-way nonlinear interactive process. 
When a professor delivers a highly technical speech at the forum, the audience 
responses may range from full attention to utter indifference. One case of the 
latter may be dozing off. Only when it is noticed by the source does the 
feedback occur and affect him accordingly.  
Channel or medium, is the means by which the message is transmitted from 
the source to the receiver. It may take various forms ranging from light to sound 
waves, from print paper to telephone wires. The development of technology 
has greatly extended the availability and capacity of channels. Nowadays 
slides, overhead projectors, and PowerPoint have been commonly used in 
international conferences and so has e-mail in daily communication. 
Noise is defined as anything that is not intended by the source and distorts the 
message he encoded. Noise can be physical (external) or psychological 














inside the conference room or distortion of voice because of poor equipment 
are examples of physical noise. Stage fright, discomfort in the environment on 
the part of the source or the receiver’s lack of interest or competing thought or 
feeling that distracts the receiver from the message is evidence of 
psychological noise. As an undesirable factor that increases uncertainty or 
unpredictability in communication, noise should be reduced to the minimum.  
Last but not the least, there is the component of context. As the environment in 
which the communication takes place, context shapes the process. If one has 
some knowledge of the context such as news conference, meeting between 
the president and stockholders or academic lecture, he would be able to 
predict or sketch the interactive process with considerable accuracy.      
1.1.3 Barriers to intercultural communication 
The author once worked part-time as an interpreter as well as a translator in 
Kodak (China) Co. Ltd., Xiamen Branch, where mixture of expatriates and 
Chinese staff makes intercultural communication an everyday happening. As 
she observed, the communication varies according to the Chinese staff’s 
English competence. Those who can speak English quite fluently will choose 
without any hesitation to communicate with their foreign bosses directly, 
whether talking about business or playing jokes, as the direct mode is 
considered both effective and efficient. Some others, as a result of the 
extensive language training programs provided by the company, have little 
difficulty in listening and understanding but struggle with their broken English to 
make themselves understood. What’s more, shared information between 
participants makes up the language deficiency. More often than not, they are 
eager and encouraged to express themselves. The interpreter is there only to 
assist when words fail them or when discussion concerns important points or 
details which call for accuracy. The third group consists of those who are totally 
incapable of intercultural communication and rely completely on interpreting. 
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The first straight line indicates a fairly smooth flow of messages between the 
participants of the communication; the second curve depicts that messages are 
transmitted in a stumbling way but got across nevertheless; The third curve is 
blocked with the interpreter standing in between to demonstrate that without 
the interpreter’s service the communication will be impossible. What then are 
the barriers that inhibit the communication between people from different 
cultures is the issue addressed in this part. The barriers in the third mode are 
so great that the help of an interpreter is needed to surmount them. It should be 
noted, however, that the first and second modes are not free of the 
communication barriers. It is only a matter of degree. The barriers commonly 
existing in intercultural communication shall be discussed in two parts: 
language barriers and nonverbal misinterpretations as barriers. 
 
1.1.3.1 Language barriers 
 
The story of Babel in the Old Testament is a well-known illustration of language 
as barriers. The construction of the heaven-reaching tower was interrupted 
because the builders were thrown into a confusion of languages at God’s rage, 
thereby they couldn’t understand each other. What essentially is a language? 
To define it from communicative perspective, “it is a set of symbols shared by a 
community to communicate meaning and experience” (Jandt, 1995:93). It plays 
a fundamental role in communication. According to Dodd, “far from being a 
technique language is itself a way of directing the perceptions of its speakers 
and it provides for them habitual modes of analyzing experience into significant 
categories. And to the extent that languages differ markedly from each other, 
so should we expect to find significant and formidable barriers to cross-cultural 














Language barriers can be broken down into the following aspects: phonology, 




In theory, phonology is “the branch of linguistics which studies the sound 
pattern of languages. It identifies the set of speech sounds for each language, 
how they are arranged to form meaningful units, and the function of each 
sound” (Hu, 1988:31). In reality, when we listen to someone who speaks a 
language other than our own, our ears are not accustomed to it and tell our 
brains accordingly that the sounds are different or even strange. One of the 
author’s experiences proves the point. The author once worked as a tutor 
teaching an American couple pinyin (Chinese phonetic system). They had 
great difficulties in some tones especially the falling-rising tone and failed to tell 
the distinctive differences in the initials like zh and z, ch and c, sh and s. The 
author once performed a tongue twister for them: 
十四是十四 四十是四十 不要把十四说成四十 也不要把四十说成十四  
It raised their huge laugh but they concluded that they could never catch on 
because the distinction is so typical of Chinese phonetic system. It is 
incomplete to consider phonology without taking into account the notions of 
dialects and accents. They are important because in real world communication, 
little language, if any, is spoken precisely in a standard way. Therefore, dialects 
are measured against the standard versions. “Dialects are versions of a 
language with distinctive vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation that are 
spoken by particular group of people or within particular regions” (Myron & 
Jolene, 1999:196). There are regional dialects, otherwise known as accents, 
temporal and social dialects. The author once interpreted for an Australian 
professor who understands and speaks Chinese perfectly due to his 25-year 
stay in China. However, he insisted on lecturing in English. During the 
interaction I interpreted his lecture into Chinese for the English-handicapped 
students and wondered whether it was necessary for me to interpret the 
students’ answers and comments. He told me that he could fare well in most 
cases except when the students spoke with a heavy south China accent. 
Dialects and accents are barriers to communication also in that they may 
trigger negative judgments on the speaker(s). The experience told of an Iranian 
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